The work of the American horror writer H. P. Lovecraft offers a valuable opportunity to study the representation of space in literature, but while Lovecraft's biography provides a useful way of making sense of his horror fictions, it also risks obscuring the importance of his represented spaces. Many of these impossible spaces mark a threshold between the known and unknown, and the paper argues that an attention to narrative demonstrates that these thresholds constitute the fulcrum about which his plots move. The work of Mikhail Bakhtin also suggests that Lovecraft's belief that 'change is the enemy of everything really worth cherishing' explains why these thresholds are represented as threats rather than progressive engagements with social space.
Introduction: reading horror
This is a paper about the American horror writer H. P. Lovecraft (1890 Lovecraft ( -1937 . It suggests that Lovecraft's fictions are important, not simply because they have had an enormous influence on the modern horror genre, but because they can also help us to think about what lies 'beyond'. I use this word because Lovecraft's stories are centrally concerned with the paradox of representing entities, things and places that are beyond representation. Claims to representational truth become haunted by the impossibility of mimesis, and in tracing the limits of representation, we may also be able to imagine what lies beyond them. This paper therefore argues that exploring Lovecraft's geographies of horror has both conceptual and methodological implications for the way we work with texts. I want to consider some of these implications before moving on to discuss Lovecraft and his work in more detail.
Thinking about 'geographies beyond' has led me to consider a wide range of writings on geographies of horror and the supernatural, psychoanalytical work on urban life, poststructuralist critiques of literary representations of space, and recent discussions of non-representational theory.1 I'd like to suggest that there are two main ways in which critics have approached the idea of horror, haunting, and the beyond.
A first set of writings reads moments of supernatural or fantastic instability in literature, film, or urban daydreams as symptoms of wider social or cultural fears. As Rosemary Jackson suggests, 'Presenting that which cannot be, but is, fantasy exposes a culture's definitions of that which can be; it traces the limits of its epistemological and ontological frame.'2 Recent geographies of horror offer excellent examples of this, as ©) 2006 Edward Arnold (Publishers) Ltd 10 . 1191/1474474005eu353oa does work that examines the mechanisms of desire and repression that make the city 'strangely familiar'. 3 While elements of this approach inform this paper, I am more interested in a second set of ideas concerning haunting, memory, and indeterminacy. Drawing The preference of those working within non-representational theory for 'hesitant, partial and situated thinking' also seems to point towards indeterminacy. Nigel Thrift employs interesting metaphors in his discussions of what might lie beyond representations, for example. Rejecting the idea that the modern world is secular and rational, he argues that ' we live in a world which is still populated by myth and magic ... people appeal to all sorts of explanation that are often regarded as "irrational" as they think the borders of the possible.'8 Like Pepys, Thrift is keen 'to see any strange thing' and to explore 'strange countries' and 'new worlds', the richness of life beyond representation. And this strangeness is compounded by complexity:
Practical knowledge of cities is haunted by apparitions which are the unintended consequences of the complexity of modern cities, cities in which multiple time-spaces are being produced, which overlap, interact, and interfere ... 9 Similarly, Julian Holloway argues that while our attempts to grasp the sacred should begin with embodied experiences rather than representations, we should (and in fact, must) hesitate before naming and explaining these sensations. The unnamable: writing horror As a consequence of this it makes sense to approach Lovecraft's work as fantastic fictions. As Lucie Armitt explains, the fantastic is a mode or attitude, rather than a 29 genre. 9 Following Tzvetan Todorov, the fantastic encourages the reader to hesitate between conflicting interpretations.30 Because this hesitation manifests itself within the text, it is possible to extend Todorov beyond his structuralist concerns, and to read Lovecraft's fictions as explorations of the limits of language and representation. In his article 'Notes on writing weird fiction' he wrote that he wished to achieve, momentarily, the illusion of some strange suspension or violation of the galling limitations of time, space, and natural law which forever imprison us and frustrate our curiosity about the infinite cosmic spaces beyond the radius of our sight and analysis. 31 However he goes on to stress that these illusions must be realistic ones:
Inconceivable events and conditions have a special handicap to overcome and this can be accomplished only through the maintenance of a careful realism in every phase of the story except that touching on the one given marvel. 32 Rosemary Jackson suggests that the fantastic attempts to say the unsayable. It relies upon 'non-signification', on severing the connection between signifier and signified, producing all kinds of 'nameless things' and 'thingless names'. She writes:
H. P. Lovecraft's horror fantasies are particularly self-conscious in their stress on the impossibility of naming this unnameable presence, the 'thing' which can be registered in the text only as absence and shadow. [He] circles around this dark area in an attempt to get beyond language to something other, yet the endeavour to visualize and verbalize the unseen and unsayable is one which inevitably falls short, except by drawing attention to exactly this difficulty of utterance. 33 Lovecraft and his collaborators produced a host of 'thingless names', collected in the Encyclopedia Gthulhiana, a reference guide to his invented places, beings, and concepts. The last entry gives a flavour of the book: 'ZVILPOGGUA. See Ossadogwah.'34 There are also many 'nameless things' that lurk 'beyond the radius of our sight and analysis' in Lovecraft's stories. Some are so hybrid that they can only be described as a mixture of things they almost resemble, as in this example from 'The festival': 110 They were not altogether crows, nor moles, nor buzzards, nor ants, nor vampire bats, nor decomposed human beings; but something I cannot and must not recall. 35 Noel Carroll notes that 'an object or being is impure if it is categorically interstitial, categorically contradictory, incomplete, or formless', appearing as 'metaphysical misfits'.36 The 'shoggoth' from 'At the mountains of madness' is another good example of formlessness; Lovecraft's narrator actually describes it as 'the utter, objective embodiment of the fantastic novelist's "thing that should not be"'.37 It seems that this 'terrible, indescribable thing' can be described, but only as a 'nightmare plastic column', 'a shapeless congeries of protoplasmic bubbles... with myriads of temporary eyes forming and unforming as pustules of greenish light '.38 It is worth considering an example here in some detail. In the story 'The unnamable' Lovecraft works through this problem of naming and knowing. It begins with two friends sitting on an old tomb in a New England graveyard, 'speculating about the unnamable'.39 The narrator, Carter, a writer of weird tales, is trying to persuade his friend Manton that it is possible to speak of nameless things. Manton is unimpressed:
We know things, he said, only through our five senses or our intuitions; wherefore it is quite impossible to refer to any object or spectacle which cannot be clearly depicted by the solid definitions of fact or the correct doctrines of theology ... 40 Wrapped up in their debate, the two friends barely notice night falling as Carter tells Manton about the history behind one of his stories. It involves a half-human, hoofed thing with a blemished eye which existed in Puritan times; a shunned house and a boarded-up attic; and the rumoured survival of this thing in some immaterial form into the present day. Carter offers this as an example of the 'unnamable', asking 'What coherent representation could express or portray so gibbous and infamous a nebulosity as the specter of a malign, chaotic perversion, itself a morbid blasphemy against nature?'41 This is precisely the question that haunts the writer of the fantastic. Carter then reveals to Manton that he looked for and found the curious remains of the creature, restoring them to a nearby tomb ... the very tomb that they are sitting on.
You might be able to guess the rest. 'Some unseen entity of titanic size but undetermined nature' attacks them, and they are found unconscious the next day.42
The story concludes with our heroes in the hospital:
After the doctors and nurses had left, I whispered an awestruck question: At the very heart of the geometrical and rational space of modern times Lovecraft installs a magical space, a forbidden realm, which restores meaning and content to the idea of transgression ... The unholy actions, the sabbaths of yore, are perpetuated, but in a parallel space, both prodigiously faraway and dangerously close. 58 There are two themes here, one concerned with 'shadows out of space' and the other with 'shadows out of time'; the first relates to metaphors of invasion and contamination, the second to metaphors of transmission.
First there is spatial contact, at a number of scales. 'The shadow over Innsmouth' concerns a benighted New England port, whose inhabitants have somehow interbred with a race of inhuman fish-frog hybrids called Deep Ones.59 It transpires that this practice has been introduced from the Pacific. Where the ocean does not bring this 'impurity' to America, it comes from space ('The whisperer in darkness') or in dreams ('The call of Cthulhu'). And in 'From beyond' there is the shocking realization that 'strange, inaccessible worlds exist at our very elbows', not just alongside but within our own.60 Mark Fisher notes that this kind of experience can be explored through Deleuze and Guattari's ideas of seething, teeming multiplicities61. In 'From beyond' the narrator experiences a multiplicity of entities 'walking or drifting through my supposedly solid body'; in 'Through the gates of the silver key', Randolph Carter finds himself becoming 'Carters of forms both human and non-human... no longer a definite being distinguished from other beings'. 62 Fisher notes:
As Deleuze-Guattari write of Lovecraft's Randolph Carter, the self 'reels' as the sense of subjectivity breaks down in the face of an experience of teeming multiplicity that comes from both without -and within (although this 'within' clearly has nothing to do with any supposed psychological interiority). 63 These multiples inside and outside are potential becomings, 'all the becomings running through us' and packs of 'becomings-animal' that haunt Carter's sense of himself. 64 Secondly These readings provide us with a variety of interpretations of Lovecraft's horrific spaces. Despite this they all rely upon the same critical strategy, 'fixing' Lovecraft's stories through biographical and autobiographical accounts. Clearly Lovecraft's fears were not his alone, just as his reason for supporting the Klu Klux Klan in 1915 -'Race prejudice is a gift of Nature, intended to preserve in purity the various divisions of mankind which the ages have evolved' -would have found some support in the US and elsewhere.90 It is not hard to find familiar suggestions of abjection, pollution and the spatial expression of these fears of infection and contamination in his work. 91 In fact Lovecraft's work was produced -and has been reinterpreted -through a network of authors and readers. This has been partly obscured by Lovecraft's distaste for the world of commercial entertainment, and by his recent critical rehabilitation. Much as he hated to admit it, it was the pulps that made Lovecraft famous, and literary hackery that helped pay the bills. And he was what we might now recognize as a 'fan', serving his apprenticeship in amateur press associations (APAs), an element of fandom that exists today. The production and circulation of amateur magazines binds authors and readers together; in their responses to each other's work they participate in a collective enterprise. And just as other authors borrowed elements of the 'Cthulhu mythos', Lovecraft's fictions mention entities and books devised by Clark Ashton Smith, Robert Bloch, Robert E. Howard and others.92 The question of who created what is further complicated by his ghostwriting and revision work.
So despite attempts to reinvent Lovecraft as a serious author -Derleth's systematization of the 'Cthulhu mythos', andJoshi's 'approved' and 'textually correct' editionshis often hastily produced stories, revisions and collaborations positively reek of pulp. Clive Bloom describes pulp fiction as 'a messy sprawling, indefinite phenomenon with a vitality that is both exciting and terrifying'.93 Pulp, like Lovecraft's shoggoths, is a protean thing, constantly expanding and hybridizing, and 'Lovecraft' is in a process of endless transformation. This mutation, already obvious in an era of mechanized printing and letter-writing, has become even more pronounced in the age of the internet. Serious Lovecraft scholars are confronted by countless parodies, in-jokes, and reworkings of the 'mythos' on websites, in computer and role-playing games, and (ironically enough) in magical rituals.94 These transformations may be unofficial, but it is also significant that many reject (and sometimes criticize) Lovecraft's racism.
As a consequence there is no single Lovecraft, which makes it harder to use biographical material to make sense of his texts, even if we accept that material's 'truthfulness'. I want to make it clear that this is something that would be true of any other author: it isn't simply a consequence of Lovecraft's unusual status (as a pulp author 'rescued' from oblivion). And because so many of his letters survive, we actually possess more biographical detail than for most authors of his era.
Despite this, once Lovecraft's racism is discovered, it is difficult not to read him solely in terms of these fears and hatreds. His pathology represents a critical singularity, from 116 which interpretations struggle to escape. But while it is extremely significant, it makes the texts expressions of Lovecraft's beliefs. My sense of unease at this critical strategy has lead me back to the texts, to questions of plot and narrative, and Mikhail Bakhtin's writings on the grotesque.
Two graveyards: Lovecraft and Bakhtin
Lovecraft's stories place fantastic ideas within strong narratives:
... usually I start with a mood or idea or image which I wish to express, and revolve it in my mind until I can think of a good way of embodying it in some chain ofdramatic occurrences capable of being recorded in concrete terms. 95 Peter Brooks suggests that 'narrative is [the] acting out of the implications of metaphor' and that in some cases, 'In its unpacking, the original metaphor is enacted both spatially... and temporally'.96 In addition, the acting out of metaphor as a series of events allows for its transformation, as Brooks explains: ' We start with an inactive, "collapsed" metaphor and work through to a reactivated, transactive one. ' the extremely fanciful, free, and playful treatment of plant, animal, and human forms. These forms seemed to be interwoven as if giving birth to each other. The borderlines that divide the kingdoms of nature in the usual picture of the world were boldly infringed ... There was no longer the movement of finished forms, vegetable or animal, in a finished and stable world; instead the inner movement of being itself was expressed in the passing of one form into another. 108 The grotesque body is therefore 'a body in the act of becoming', never complete:
The essential role belongs to those parts of the grotesque body in which it outgrows its own self, transgressing its own body... Eating, drinking, defecation and other elimination ... as well as copulation, pregnancy, dismemberment, swallowing up by another body -all these acts are performed on the confines of the body and the outer world.109 This is why the grotesque body stresses its 'excrescences (sprouts, buds) and orifices, only that which leads beyond the body's limited space or into the body's depths '.110 Read this way the similarities are significant. However the meanings of these thresholds are diametrically opposed in On the other hand, the indeterminacy of this spatial metaphor is quite appropriate for a discussion of the fantastic that seeks to open up the meanings of texts through critical 120 engagement. Todorov insisted that if the reader is to experience the fantastic text as hesitation, it is essential that she 'reject allegorical as well as poetic interpretations', since these allow hesitation to slide into comprehension. 129 Producing the 'answer' to Lovecraft's fictions risks aping his own conservative attempts to pin down meaning. Introducing his book on horror narrative, Roger Salomon states: 'I eschew explanation, dealing rather with what I consider a phenomenon of experience that cannot be explained, that in fact deconstructs or otherwise mocks or casts into doubt all order or patterns.'130 Considering two of the horror genre's most famous thingless names, Salomon notes that 'Where Frankenstein parodies mythic beginnings, Dracula travesties ends'; undeath represents the impossibility of closure.131 Reading Lovecraft for several things at once -horror and race and space and so on -keeps our critical engagement with him open and alive rather than closed and dead.
